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TEAM 5   
Collaborative over Competition

Counties: Cabarrus, Mecklenburg

TEAM OVERVIEW 
The Men of Destiny program partnered with the governments of 
Cabarrus and Mecklenburg counties to provide Opportunity Youth 
with mentoring from local business and government leaders 
through hands-on internships. Through the “Levels of Leadership” 
Initiative, high school students receive opportunities to gain 
Level One certifications in construction while partnering with the 
Southeastern Carpenters Regional Council, which provides training 
and resources. In addition to technical skills, students also receive 
social-emotional support from their community mentor. The 
collaborative shared that it is working toward a time where “all 
communities are equally collaborative in economic and social 
environments as marked by valuable, relevant, and equitable 
contributions to the overall advancement of society.”

TEAM MEMBERS
Karen Calhoun
Gary Crump
Mark DeHaven
Winston Earle
Phillip Gussman

https://www.facebook.com/menofdestinyclt/
https://www.cabarruscounty.us/Home
https://www.cabarruscounty.us/Home
https://www.mecknc.gov/Pages/Home.aspx
https://www.mecknc.gov
http://southeasterncarpenters.org/
http://southeasterncarpenters.org/
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CONNECTING YOUNG ADULTS TO THEIR FUTURES

RECENT DATA 
2022 OPPORTUNITY 
YOUTH RATES

Cabarrus: 13.8%	

Mecklenburg: 10.1%	
Note: The 2022 Opportunity Youth 
Rate for North Carolina overall was 
10.9% (North Carolina Department 
of Commerce).

TEAM 5 VISION STATEMENT
We are a collaborative of community partners 
that provides nonjudgmental career and life skills 
initiatives to Opportunity Youth, improving their 
comprehensive quality of life.

“What we do is workforce preparation. 
We’re nontraditional. We’ll let 

everyone else deal with workforce 
development.” —Gary Crump

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION

Core Life Skills
Team members identified tenacity as the primary challenge they observe among 
Opportunity Youth in their area. They are unsure of the reasons behind what they 
perceive as lower personal initiative or lack of follow-through and acknowledge that 

generational differences may affect their outlook.
“There are a lot of core life skills stuff that [Men of Destiny] are teaching, whether or not the 

participant ever picks up a wrench or a wire cutter again. They’re helping these Opportunity 
Youth advance in life, in how they think, in how they perceive the world, in how they interact with 
the world,” Gussman said.

Men of Destiny emphasizes accountability as a key life skill. “We wanted to take an approach 
of accountability . . . if we can give these young men and young women the [vocational] skill sets 
coupled with the social and emotional intelligence, then we can help individuals. We can change 
mindsets and help individuals be more productive in society and have a better trajectory in life,” 
Crump said.

https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/youth-disconnection-falls-to-pre-pandemic-lows#:~:text=Based%20on%20American%20Community%20Survey,12.1%25%20of%20the%20youth%20population
https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/youth-disconnection-falls-to-pre-pandemic-lows#:~:text=Based%20on%20American%20Community%20Survey,12.1%25%20of%20the%20youth%20population
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Confidence
Collaboration over Competition aims to provide experiences that cultivate leadership. 
One example is assigning a participant to ensure that the work area is clean after 
a training session. They’ve found that even small leadership roles build both skill 

and confidence.  
While teaching the skills needed for electrical work, the team includes elements that 

require critical thinking. For example, in a wiring activity, participants learn multiple ways of 
wiring a room. Then they are assigned to build a wall frame to specific dimensions and install 
components for a light fixture, a ceiling fan, and the switches to control each. Their work is 
reviewed by a licensed electrician. The goal is to teach practical skills and provide immediate 
hands-on practice. 

OUTREACH TO OPPORTUNITY YOUTH AND EMPLOYERS
Outreach to Opportunity Youth
To connect with interested youth, the team attends high school education fairs and career fairs. 
They also visit middle schools, high schools, YMCAs, and recreation centers.

Employer Outreach
To engage employers, the team leverages Crump’s industry connections in HVAC, plumbing, 
electrical, and facilities maintenance. Prospective employers are invited to the training location 
to observe the program and meet participants. Crump emphasizes the importance of one-on-
one conversations between students and employers. These interactions clarify a company’s 
focus, culture, and expectations, enabling youth to understand the various career pathways 
within an industry. “We’re very strategic and intentional on how we connect with employers. We 
want to know whether they do residential, commercial, or industrial work. Is it in a healthcare 
environment? We have to take all of those things into consideration,” he said. 

EVENTS
Collaboration over Competition does not currently host independent events but regularly 
participates in job fairs and similar community events to promote their program.

PARTNERSHIPS
Collaborative efforts are essential to the team as it works across sectoral boundaries to support 
all Opportunity Youth, regardless of how they are seeking to engage—or reengage—in school 
or work. “There are silos, and we have to tear those silos down, because our youth need us all,” 
Crump said.
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SUCCESSES
Collaboration over Competition celebrates when graduates of its program pursue 
any career or education path, whether or not it aligns with the vocations taught in the 
program, and regardless of when those decisions are made. They are committed to 
staying in touch with youth for as long as the youth wish to remain connected. Team 
members highlighted the following individuals as especially memorable:

• A young man who completed the program realized he wanted to become a
barber. He went on to complete barber school and opened a barbershop with
his father.

• A young woman in their program decided to attend college, and Men of Destiny
supported her through that process.

• A young man who completed the program became certified as an Emergency
Medical Technician (EMT).

The team considers their personalized approach and long-term commitment to each 
participant their greatest success. “Our biggest win is just to stand our ground on our 
beliefs and how we’re pursuing them,” Crump said.

NEXT STEPS AND SUSTAINABILITY
Team members said participating in “Our State, Our Work” opened their eyes to 
the number of people and organizations across North Carolina working to support 
Opportunity Youth. The team plans to continue their efforts to whatever extent funding 
allows. “Whether you’re funding us or not, we’re doing what we’re doing, and we’re 
going to get it done. So our biggest win are the opportunities that come our way simply 
because we feel like we’re doing the right thing,” Earle said.




